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Advocating for Permanency through Reviews and Collaboration

by Mary Rupke, Board #19 (Saginaw, Tuscola)

A veteran of eight years asa Foster Care Review Board volunteer
in Saginaw County, Carolyn Rapson remains completely
committed tothework of the Foster Care Review Board Programin
Michigan. When Carolyn initially applied for a position on the
board, she thought the job was related to adult foster care.
Because sherunstwo adult foster care homesfor devel opmentally
disabled adults, this seemed to be a good fit. However, when she
discovered that the board was working to help children in foster
care, she had a much more personal reason for getting involved.
Asachild, Carolyn was removed from the home of her biological
parents, after which she lived in foster care and then in an
adoptive home. In each of those settings, she suffered abuse,
either physical, emotional, or sexual. It changed withthechangein
placement! She has a unique and val uable perspective because of
her first-hand experience in the system as well as a strong
commitment to protecting children in vulnerable situations.

In Carolyn’ swords, “ The most important committeel belongtois
the Foster Care Review Board. | truly believeinthisBoard!” She
observes that the board has had an impact locally asis evident in
agood working relationshipwith thejudicial system. Carolynalso
feelsthat sheis able to be candid with workers so that the board
can get needed information even though it's not aways
comfortable. This enhances the ability of the board to assess the
situation and makerecommendationsthat will helpthechildren. In
Carolyn’swords, “We do make adifferencein thelives of kids!”

by Rod Johnson

In May 1999, the Program Advisory Committee’s Attorney Ad Hoc
Committee (AAHC) recommended that boards conduct a survey of
court appointed atorney compensation practices throughout the
gate. The primary goals of the survey were: (8) to ascertain what the
appointment, performance, and reimbursement practicesarethrough-
out the gtate; (b) to find out what courts had to say about this issue;
and, (c) to devise areport that would not only summarize aggregate
practices across the state, but equip child advocates and stakeholders
in Michigan's child welfare system with an objective tool for
addressing the challenge of providing effective legal representation
for children and indigent parentsin child protective proceedings.

Thanksto local citizen review boards across the state, by July 2000
the AAHC collected data representing 94% of Michigan’s neglect
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One of Carolyn’s biggest frustrations is watching the system
getting “hung up on what parents aren’t doing,” to the extent that
the focus on the child gets lost. She notes that the Binsfeld
legislation has hel ped to bring the focus back to the best interests
of the child. Another frustration recently has been the problems
with funding that resulted in the board suspending meetings for
several months this year. Although this has been worked out,
Carolyn saysthat it has* made me much more determined to make
sure the Foster Care Review Boards are able to continue.”

Inthefuture, Carolyn would like the board to have the ability to do
more community advocacy for children. In her daily conversations
with people she spreads the word, hoping to interest others in
becoming advocatesfor the children in our community who cannot
speak for themselves. Asshesays, “We need moreindividua swho
will step forward and do what is necessary to hel p these children.”
Carolyn’swillingnessto giveof her time, energy and abilitiesinthe
effort to help the children of Michigan, isan examplefor everyone.

Inadditionto runningtwo adult foster carehomesand serving onvarious
community boards, Carolynismarriedtoal ocd atorney andtrust officer.
They havetwo children, adaughter whoisinher fourthyear at Concordia
Collegein . Paul, Minnesota, andasonwhoisasenior a HeritageHigh
School. Carolyn enjoys antiques and traveling. She spent a couple of
weekslast summer in Jgpan with her hushand and son, making sureshe
washack for theFoster CareReview Board mestingwhichwasscheduled
six hourséfter shearrived back in Saginaw! Shewasthere; another small
reflection of her strong commitment to the children of Michigan.

wards. Foster Care Review Board Program staff analyzed thesurvey
data and recommendations have been developed. A fina report
should beready for review by the State Advisory Committeein 2001.
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by Jim Novell

In April 2000the Program Advisory Committeevoted to makethe
Legidative ad hoc Committee a standing subcommittee. The
Legidative Committee had been previously established for the
purpose of educating board members in the legislative process
and encouraging their participation with legisation related
specifically to the Program and child welfare issues. Having
accomplished thisin 1999, the Committee was seen as a viable
vehicle for the Program to increase its involvement in the
legisative process, both statewide and nationally, by continuing

What Have We Learned From Foster Parent Appeals?

Local boards have held foster parent appeal hearings for over two
yearsnow. Ironically, when wefirst put together aprojected budget
for handling foster parent appeals pursuant to 1997 PA 163, we
could only speculate on the number of appeals that would occur.
Our ball park guesswas about one per week. In FY 1999-2000, we
had 75 appeal requests|eading to 52 actual appeal hearings. Oneper
week! Although the appeals don't always arrive at the rate of one
per week, e.g., February had none, while May had fourteen, they did
average out to almost one each week over the year.

Sowhat weretheresultsin FY 1999-2000? Of the 52 hearingsheld,
the boar d supported the agency’s movein 33 cases, whilethe
board supported thefoster parentsin 19 cases.

Inthe 19 caseswhereaboard supported thefogter parents, therewere 16
follow up reviewsby either the Court (for temporary wards) or the MCl
Superintendent (for MCl wards). The Court or MCI Superintendent
supported the board' s decison 7 times, while finding for the agency 9
times. Three casesended up not having acourt hearing or MCl review at
al for various reasons, usudly because the agency and fogter parent
came to an agreement, or the agency decided not to move the ward
following athorough assessment after the board hearing.

Of the 52 hearings that were held, 25 were Family Independence
Agency (FIA) supervised placements, while 27 were Purchase of
Service (POS) supervised placements.

Of the 75 appeal requests, 23 (10 FIA and 13 POS) were resolved
within three days and never resulted in a board hearing.
Resolutions included: foster parent withdrew request (9); court
order to remove the ward (5); agency decision not to remove the
ward (4); and other miscellaneous reasons (5).

What are some of the observations from foster parent appeals? It
appears that foger parents sometimes wait too long to indicate to the
casaworker thereisaproblem. Conversdy, agenciessometimeswait too
long to addressa problem. Thus, by thetime the two Sdes medt, it’ stoo
lateto salvagethe placement. Sometimesit gppearsmovesareindigated
by the agency without judtification to et thefoster parent know whoisin
control. The assumption that “we have supervison and care, therefore
we can move the ward when we choose to,” is literdly invoked. No
attempt ismadeto conferencethe case and perhapsdraw upon dl of the
interested partiesto make adecisonin theward' sbest interests.

Another observation is that foster parents often believe the agency’s
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totrack pending legidlation of interest, informing board members,
and drafting a response. For the latter purpose, a Legidative
Response Protocol was developed by the Committee and
approved by the Advisory Committee at the September 2000
meeting. The protocol requires that each board elect or designate
a member as a “Legidative Response Representative.” This
person is responsible for communicating to their board members
information regarding pending legidation and a suggested
response assisted by Program staff and the Committee. The
protocol should bein place by January 1, 2001.

anticipated next placement isnot what theward needs. It' snot somuch
that the foster parent doesn't want to relinquish care, it's that they
don'tagreewiththenext placement or thetimelinetoachieveit. There' s
asense on the part of foster parentsthat, after having afoster child in
their homefor eighteen monthsor so, they know what’ sbest for him or
her. They believe the agency should have asked for their input.

Another observation from the foster parent appea process is the
child's perspective. Sometimes the foster child wants to move, but
doesn’'t want to offend his foster parents. So, as would most kids
caught between disagreeing adults, the ward tells the foster parents
hewantsto stay, whiletelling the casaworker hewantsto leave. After
speaking to theward privately, boards often enter afinding reflecting
theward sapparent dilemma Boar dshavebecomecr eativeinwriting
findingsand recommendationsthat captur ewhat they obser veisin
the ward’s best interests without negating the foster parents
involvement or theagency’ sofficial r ole. Findingsand recommenda-
tions attempt to acknowledge the concerns of both sides without
offending either whiletill concentrating onthe child’ sbest interests.

Interestingly, individuas involved in writing the foster parent appedal
law have stated to methat it wastheir speculation that the portent of an
apped hearing would prompt the agency to avoid capricious moves
and hold case conferences whenever a difficult move was anticipated.
Asobserved over the past year, this certainly seemsto be confirmed.

Although foster parent appeals to citizen review boards have
been going on for just over two years, it is apparent that better
decision makingisoccurring. It isclear that caseconferencingis
preventing unnecessary moves, and thuseliminating unneces-
sary appeals. If agenciesand foster parents continuetowork ina
close partnership, there might be no need for foster care review
board appeal hearings. On the other hand, what system doesn’t
benefit from good oversight to a complex process.
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Citizen review boards are an excellent opportunity for the
community at large to witness the foster care system.
Knowledgeabl e volunteers can be excellent spokespersonsin the
community. They can speak out credibly for the best interests of
children based on their review board experience. They can act as
an extension to agencies that might need better funding or more
service components. They can act as an extension of the court by
providing more eyes and ears to the welfare of children in the

by Linda Glover, CIP Manager, SCAO

Imagine you are having dinner with your spouse and suddenly
two police officers comein and take you away. Y ou have no idea
of why they have come or wherethey aretaking you. After driving
in the car for what seems like an hour, it stops in a residential
section of a strange town, outside of ahouse you have never seen
before. They open the door, tell you that you may get out and then
explain that the house at the end of the driveway is your new
home. Y ouwill spend the next year there, missing your family and
wondering why, but no one speaks to you about these things.

Thisis part of a“guided fantasy” * which trainers use to sensitize
foster parents to the experiences of foster children. Below is
another one which aims at creating an emotional comprehension
of the losses that children endure through placement and
subsequent changes of placement (including return home).

Envision Steven, who isseven. Hismother usesdrugsand heand his
siblings were placed one night when his mother did not come home.
Inadditiontotheinitia traumaof hisremoval and placement, consider
what else he haslogt. Left behind, in another foster home, ishisnine
month old brother who he took care of when his mom didn’t. He
misses his best friend in the house next door. His eyes well up
thinking of the second grade teacher who seemed to watch out for
him, and hewisheshe could have stayed just acouple of moredaysat
school to gowith the classon thefid trip tothe zoo. Closeyour eyes
and remember with him the sounds of his neighborhood outside his
window, the fedl of the blanket he cuddled, and the ook of the sun
rising through his bedroom window in the morning. Open your eyes
and reflect onwhat hefeds. All thesethingsare goneand hedoesnot
know why, nor how to get them back.

Now consider what you know about the number of times children
change placementsand how often they must adjust without adequate
goodbyerituals. And how seldom they areableto maintainimportant
connections even through cards and phone calls. Remember the
times you have heard or read about connections being discontinued
becausethe phone calls, theletters or thevisits caused the children to
“act out.” (“Acting out” is a normal part of the grief process,
especidly for children, and working one's way through loss is not
helped by shutting off the connections.)

What can you asaFoster Care Review Board volunteer do to ease
the pain of loss for the children you review? Consider the
following suggestions, keeping in the foreground of your
understanding that grief is a part of every child’s experience in
foster care.

Good case plans minimize or eliminate further loss. Case workers
should understand how children grieve and casework/therapeutic

3 Theimagesinthis “guided fantasy” were originally obtained froma training resource authored by Vera Fahlberg.

system. Foster par ent appealsar ejust onemor ecomponent of the
citizen review process that utilizes volunteersto give back to
their community.

If citizen review boards prevent unnecessary movement of wards
and better partnerships between agencies and foster parents, more
power to them. After all, neither one can work without the other.

Thomas A. Kissling

interventions should recognize the importance of grieving.

Raise the issue of sibling visitation for all children and make
strong recommendations for continued contact. The sibling
connection, especially between children raised together, is
sometimes stronger than the connection to parents.
Regardlessof thepermanency planfor the children, bemindful
that some day al of the workers, agencies, courts, and
therapistswill be gone. The parentstoo may be gone. Sibling
connections are aresource for life long support. Don't let the
system ignore the sibling connection because it is not
convenient to maintain it.

Advocate persistently for more reasonabl e visitation between
parents and their children when the permanency plan is to
return home. If the workers are serious about reunification,
visitation must take place far more frequently than an hour a
week in atoo small, inadequately furnished office. Challenge
the perception that child safety allows for only once a week,
monitored visits. This suggestion is not meant to minimize
child safety as a priority concern, but surely there are some
cases where a more fregquent, relaxed visitation schedule
between parents and children could be arranged, possibly
with the help of relatives, friends, or foster parents.

Ask questions about connections to the past for the child.
Can visits be arranged with friends, schools, teachers, pastors
or neighbors? Foster parents may be a resource to make this

happen.

Consider grief as one of the reasons for acting out behavior.
Ask about what is being done to help the child cope with loss
when, as reviewers, you hear and read about severe
misbehavior. Isanyoneworkingwiththechild ona“lifebook”
whichwould help him/her put the present and past in acontext
and assist in letting the adults know what s/he missesthe most
and where reconnecting with the past would be therapeutic?
Pictures, phone calls and letters might be a source of
connection if in-person contact would be too difficult.

To prevent multiple moves, ask questions about what isbeing
done to support the foster parents of difficult children. Raise
these questions especially with agencies who are defined as
providing “ specialized foster care.” By definition, theservices
for cases in specialized foster care should be intense and
targeted at maintaining placements. Be wary of so-called
supportive interventions which are actualy counter-
productive to placement stability. Ask yourself whether a
specific type of service actually helps the foster family. For
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example, “in-office” therapy for thefoster parentsand children
may produce extrastressfor thefamily who hastotravel tothe
office, and may actualy cause placement disruption. Be
diligent in asking for specifics of case plansfor children who
are frequently disrupting foster care placements. Encourage
foster parentsto attend the review to obtain their perspective.

Advocate for systemic changes which promote placement
and worker stability. The lossthat children have experienced
intheir removal from homeiscompounded by every other loss
they experience.

Ask questions about, and focus recommendations on, the need for
thoughtful, planned trandtions when moves are necessay.
Trangtions between foster homes, or from fogter care to rdleive
care or to reunification, should be handled with care. Depending
upon the age of the child, transition visiting should span weeks,

by Jim Novell

Attorney Input to Board Reviews

Wayne County’ s Third Circuit Court Family Division hasentered
into a contract with Wayne County Legal Aid & Defenders
Association (LADA) requiring attorneys appointed to represent
children through their office to attend reviews or provide written
input to the board reviews of children they are representing. As
weknow from experience, attorney attendanceat reviews, or input
into the review process, provides information which lends a
broader perspective to the case and helps assess the quality of
representation children receive from court appointed attorneys.

The Detroit Program Office began tracking compliance with the
contract in August 2000. Although there has not been substantial
complianceto date, there has been asteady increase month to month.
It should also be noted that, in general, attorneys who have attended
foster carereview board hearings are well prepared and appear to be
providing very good representation for their child clients.

Our thanksto Third Circuit Court Family Division Administrators
JaneVarner and Mary Johnson, aswell asthe other court officials
involved in establishing the contract. This is a huge step for
Wayne County to ensure that children get the attorney
representation they need and, by law, require.

Tuneln Anyone?

On October 28, 2000, Wayne Board members WilhelminaCotton,
Board 7, and Loretta Horton, Board 2, along with Program
Representative Jim Novell, were invited to participate on alocal
Detroit radio station (WHPR) talk show. The host wasDr. E’'Lon
Eloni Wilks, whoisalso amember of Board 7.

Theformat wasinformal and fun, but al so allowed for adiscussion
ontherole of the Foster Care Review Board Program (FCRBP) in
the community. It further provided an opportunity to identify to
the community the need for foster parents and for more
community participation in the foster care system.

It appears that we may have recruited a couple future board
members through the broadcast as well. Our thanks to Dr. Wilks
and the staff at WHPR for providing this outreach opportunity.
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maybe even months. During thetimeof trangition, the child should
be given opportunities to express anger, sadness, joy, fear and the
myriad of other fedings he may have about the move. Acting out
should be expected and should never be areason for diminating
the trangition. Some transitions may need to be shortened, but
sengtivity for thechild, not expediency for theadults, should guide
the process. Oncethetransitioniscomplete, connectionsto people
with relationshipsto the child should be maintained.

When meeting with your courts, raise the issue of transition
planning as a way to minimize loss. Ask judges to request
information from the workers about maintaining the child’'s
connection to important people.

When meeting with courts and agencies, encourage training
for child welfare staff around the topic of foster children and
the grieving process.

Board M eetswith New Judge

In August, Board 8 met with one of our newer Family Court
Judges, the Honorable Mary Beth Kelly. Judge Kelly was a
delightful host who welcomed the Board and expressed her
appreciation for our work. She noted that she reads the Findings
and Recommendations and, when appropriate, cites them on the
record. She admitted having little knowledge of the child welfare
system prior to appointment to the Family Division. However, as
she shared her perceptions of the system gleaned from her past
year's experience, it was clear sheis a quick study and that she
truly has the best interests of children and families in our
community at heart.

Welcome New FCRB Staff

Following several months of vacancies, four new
staff joined the Foster Care Review Board Programin
2000, all in the Lansing office. In March, Colleen
Bethea joined the staff as a Program Assistant
working closely with Tom Kissling. Ms. Betheawas
previously employed by McNamee, Porter and
Seeley Environmental Engineering Firmin Lansing.
In July, Ms. Betty Wiggins joined the staff as
Program Assistant assigned to Rod Johnson. Ms.
Wigginswasformerly employed as Probate Register
inthe8th Circuit Court in lonia. Joining the Program
in August were Ms. Gayle Robbert, hired as a
Program Representative, and Ms. Theresa Cross,
hired as Ms. Robbert's Program Assistant. Ms.
Robbert and Ms. Cross are assigned to boards in
Central Michigan around Lansing. Ms. Robbert
brings many years of experience, both within the
court and child welfare systems. Her last position
was at Bethany Christian Servicesin Grand Rapids.
Ms. Cross joins the staff from Hospice of Lansing.
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“REMEMBER MIRACLE JACKSON!" An admonition we
believe should be written in bold |etters at the conclusion of all
review board Findings and Recommendations.

If you don’t livein Wayne County, or read the Detroit Free Press
on adaily basis, you likely are asking yourself, who is Miracle
Jackson, and why should s'he be remembered? Miracle Jackson
was a seven-month-old child who was murdered by her father in
early September of thisyear. This occurred only two months after
aFIA Child Protective Services (CPS) worker had investigated an
abuse allegation regarding Miracle, found nothing of concern,
and left the child in the home. What makes the death of Miracle
Jackson memorable, apart from the horrific circumstances of her
death, is that she was the seventh child born to a mother whose
parental rightswereterminated on her first six children. A mother
who had along, documented history of abusiverelationshipswith
men of violent character. In 1997, one of these men beat their five-
year-old son with a shovel, leaving the child severely and
permanently brain damaged. This happened at atime when child
welfare professionalsand the court were al ready working with the
family. Prior to thisincident, two children in this home had been
removed from the family, but four of the children, including the
beaten child, remained in the home under the watchful eye of
social workers and the court. It was only after this child was
beaten, that the court was persuaded to remove the remaining
children, and terminate the mother’s and father’s parental rights
onall six children.

How did thishappen?How did asystem that isgiven the charge of
protecting one of our most vulnerable populations, fail, not once,
but twice with the same family? It seemed that some lessons had
been learned as a result of tragedies like these which resulted in
significant legislation passedin 1997 and 1998 called the Binsfeld
bills. TheBinsfeldlegidationwasasincereattempt toimprovethe
child welfare system and better protect childrenin our state. Most
relevant to the Miracle Jackson case was 1997 PA 168, which
required the FIA to seek court protection of children in families
where other children had been abused and neglected, and
specifically infamilieswhereparental rightson other children had
been previoudly terminated. Unfortunately for Miracle Jackson,
she was born three years after her half siblings found protection
[sic] in the system and fell short of protection herself. It appears
that in spite of the prodigious efforts put forth by a concerned
citizenry and legislature to protect her, no process/protocol was
put in place which would have identified the risk Miracle was at
from birth. There was also no protocol in place to ensure the CPS
worker had the information necessary to fully assess Miracle's
well being in her mother's care. (It was announced at the
September 2000, FCRBP Advisory Committee meeting by FIA
representativesthat new protocols are now being put into placeto
help prevent this occurrence in the future.)

Questions, however, remain. Specifically, why after all this good
legislation arechildren still suffering and dying unnecessarily due
to abuse and neglect? And who is responsible? We can pass
reams of |egislation to better protect children, but unless persons/
positions authorized to carry out the intent of the legislation are
held accountable to do so, we have a paper tiger protecting these
children.
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Asinformed citizens you/we are in a position to help provide the
oversight this system needs to insure statutory obligations are
met to prevent future “Miracle Jacksons.”

Asmembersof the Foster Care Review Board, we seeon aregular
basis that statutory requirements regarding attorney representa-
tion of children are regularly disregarded by apathetic attorneys.
We see that prescribed caseloads of inexperienced and
overwhelmed caseworkers are too high and appear regularly
exceeded by design. We see that jurists who have more than
ample evidence and statutory authority to terminate parental
rights fail to do so. Our recourse to date has been “advisory
recommendations’ that require no official response by respon-
sible parties for findings of practices and decisions that appear to
put or maintain children at risk.

Inorder for us, asastatutorily sanctioned program, to truly benefit
the system and support its efforts to protect children, we propose
thefollowing:

(1) Require by statute awritten response from responsible parties
to review Findings and Recommendations which identify
practices and decisions that appear to put or maintain children at
risk;

(2) Expand foster care reviews to include review of CPS cases
where children are maintained in the homein substantiated cases,
or where abuse/neglect was alleged but not substantiated;

(3) Establish a collaborative relationship with the Children’s
Ombudsman’ sofficeto maximizeexternal oversight resources;

(4) Expand the number of foster care review boardsin the larger
counties to ensure that an adequate percentage of cases are
reviewed.

As many of us have talked with and listened to persons in the
child welfare system regarding the Miracle Jackson case, it
appearsthat it isan event that many would like to soon forget. We
believe it is our responsibility to make sure they REMEMBER
MIRACLE JACKSON.

WayneCounty Foster CareReview Boards

NAFCR National Conference

The National Association of Foster Care Reviewers is
convening a national conference on foster care review
from May 31 to June 2, 2001, in Mesa, Arizona. The
Conference, “ TheCutting Edge: Using Foster CareReview
to Make a Difference for Kids in Care,” will highlight
NAFCR’s Safe Passage to Permanency Guidelines for
Foster Care Review and will feature workshops by state/
local foster carereview program staff and reviewers. Foster
Care reviewers will also be able to attend workshops on
child welfare and reviewer issues being conducted by the
ArizonaFoster Care Review Board Program. Registration
informationisavailableby calling (602) 542-9547.
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by Kevin Sherman

The northern foster care review boards have been focusing on
two important issues during reviews and at meetings with the
courts, FIA, and private agencies. The first is whether the
Family Divisionof Circuit Court isfulfillingitsmandate of 1998
PA 480, Sec. 17c (7) which states “In a proceeding under
Section 2 (b) or (c) of this chapter, the court shall appoint a
lawyer-guardian adlitemtorepresent thechild.” It appearsfrom
reviews that numerous courts are not meeting this mandate as
they continue to appoint “attorneys’ for the wards. The
northern boards are now asking very specific questions to
determine which counties are assigning lawyer-guardian ad
litems versus attorneys. Boards then recommend to those
courtswhich are still assigning attorneysto meet the mandates
of the Act.
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The second issue seemsto be more elusive. Who isresponsible for
child support enforcement for wards in foster care? Caseworkers
oftencitethisasacourt function or FI A Support Specidist function.
Many courts seeit asaFIA function. Itisunclear from our reviews
whether FIA or POS caseworkers are aware of the child support
referral process based on the funding source of the foster care
placement, e.g. ADC-F, TitlelV-E, or County Child CareFund. The
procedures to identify and locate absent/putative parent(s) will be
examined moreclosdly inthemonthsahead to assurethat each child
infoster careisreceivingfinancial support fromappropriateparents.

On aseparate note, Board 26 (Bay, Clare, Gladwin, Isabella, and
Midland counties) isworking with local FIA and POS adoption
specialists and faith based organizations to identify new
prospective foster homes through a collaborative effort with
local churches and existing foster parents.

Foster Care Review Board Program
P.O. Box 30048
Lansing, M1 48909
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